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Abstract 
This paper is a preliminary research which gathers quantitative and qualitative information about social bonding for two 
categories of stake-holders: intellectually disabled athletes and partners from mainstream schools, training and competing in 
unique teams. This approach aimed at: identifying the perception of self-concept and self-esteem among ID athletes in 
relation to their social integration, determining the way ID athletes think they are perceived by their school friends and 
partners within Special Olympics events, identifying the positive effects on both personal and social levels, by participating in 
Unified Sports events, identifying the partners’ perception related to the athletes’ abilities and possibility to advocate in this 
respect. 
All data confirmed that regular training and Unified Sports competition attendance leads to greater social inclusion, an 
interesting self-concept and self-esteem perception of the athletes, as well as certain inside ways of viewing the positive 
outcomes of delivering such educational programs.  
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1. Introduction  
Unified Sports is one of the Special Olympics programs which allows for athletes with and without disabilities 
to experience each other's capabilities, build friendships, and promote the inclusion of all persons in the arena of 
sport (Sherrill, 2004; Vickerman, 2007). In 2001, an evaluation of the Unified Sports program as a whole 
explained the combined goals of "improving self-esteem and self-confidence among athletes" with intellectual 
disabilities, while at the same time "promoting social acceptance among athletes without intellectual disabilities” 
(Teodorescu, et al., 2007; National Evaluation of the Special Olympics Unified Sports Program, 2001). Special 
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Olympics Romania has developed this program since 2005, our students being involved in conducting unified 
training sessions and competitions. Combining sports activities and social-educational outcomes seems to be the 
new approach worldwide, with great expectations on a long term (Gavriluță and Gavriluță, 2010). Since 2011 
Project Unify has been implemented in 20 Romanian counties, this including, besides unified trainings, four 
theoretical lessons within mainstream schools, with pupils and PE teachers involved. Their topics concern 
understanding and awareness raising about children with special needs, combined with finding new ways for 
their inclusion in mainstream school communities. 
2. Organization of the research 
2.1. Scope 
This survey represents a preliminary questionnaire-based research by which we aim to determine the trend 
relating to the results required by the Unify Project for the social integration and development mission. In fact,  
we aim at: identifying the self-concept and self-esteem perception of ID athletes in relation to their social 
integration, determining the way ID athletes think they are perceived by their school friends and partners within 
Special Olympics events, identifying the positive effects on both a personal and social level by participating in 
Unified Sports events, identifying the way ID athletes perceive themselves as members of the community, as well 
as identifying the partners’ perception related to the athletes’ abilities and possibility to advocate in this respect. 
2.2. Subjects 
The sample consisted of 92 subjects of whom 46 were athletes with intellectual disabilities, aged between 11 
and 46, and 46 were partners aged between 11 and 21, all being participants in the Unified Sports Project. The 
athletes came from 7 special schools. Most of the partners were pupils from 5 mainstream schools and colleges. 
2.3. Methods 
In order to approach the research issues, we used: observation, conversation, questionnaire-related method 
(Gavriluță and Gavriluță, 2010), statistical processing methods - SPSS (Labăr, 2008) and data interpreting. 
Alternative responses were coded to establish the groups of issues and their frequency/their quantitative analysis. 
The data were interpreted by establishing the quality types of the answers (Epuran, 2005). 
2.4. Description of the questionnaire 
The two questionnaires (one for the athletes and one for the partners) were drafted by the teachers of Ulster 
University, partners in a research project commissioned by Special Olympics Europe. They include 32 questions 
referring to the motivation for getting involved in the Unify Project, the preferred sports, the main networking 
methods, the characteristics of the self-concept in relation to athletic ability and, additionally, in the questionnaire 
for partners only, questions related to their perception on ID athletes. The questionnaires basically included 
multiple choice questions, except those referring to the respondents’ identity and preferred sport and the length of 
their involvement in SO projects.  Most of the questions were qualitative and contained variables emphasizing the 
individual’s appurtenance to a certain pattern or expression pattern so that such projects could be optimized in the 
future.  
Questionnaires were applied during the unified football tournament which took place on 8-10-2012 in 
Antilopa Hall.  
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3. Results 
We will focus on several data from the multitude of quantitative and qualitative data collected concerning the 
correlation of different aspects considered to be relevant for the topic under investigation.  
With regard to the manner in which age influences the way SO athletes express their opinions, we present the 
statistical descriptive data in the table below. 
Table 1. Correlation between age and possibility to express opinions 
Variable Q2. Age Q21.1. I confidently express 
my opinions  
Q2. Age 
Pearson Correlation 1 .048 
Sig. (2-tailed)  .750 
N 47 47 
Q21.1. I confidently express my opinions 
Pearson Correlation .048 1 
Sig. (2-tailed) .750  
N 47 47 
 
The table shows a positive correlation between the age of participants and the self-confidence with which they 
express their opinions, which appears to increase with age. Considering that, it would be advisable for parents 
and education professionals to encourage children to communicate confidently, regardless of age.  
As for the sports ID children prefer to practice, most participants (36 out of 46) chose football, which is 
suggestive of their wish to affiliate to a team, to interact with others and to rise through the ranks within the team. 
With regard to the SO athletes’ self-image correlated with the conduct of the others, a positive self-concept and 
perception of the attitude of other individuals without disabilities whom athletes interact with can be observed 
(Table 2). 
Table 2.  Crosstabulation between Q17.1. and Q 18.1. 
Variable Q18.1 I am happy with myself  Total 
No Yes Partially 
Q17.1 Most people are nice to me  
yes 0 27 11 38 
sometimes 1 8 0 9 
Total 1 35 11 47 
 
Association between the expectations participants have from their involvement in the Unify Project and their 
conduct when they are near to people they know, as evaluated by the correlation between the answers to 
questions Q11-Q19, points out the role of unified sports in the promotion of cooperation with and inclusion of 
youngsters with disabilities within athletic groups, along with normal individuals (Table 3). 
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Table 3. Crosstabulation between Q11.3. and Q19.3. 
Variable Q19.3. I am confident to stay close to people I know Total 
No Yes Sometimes 
Q11.3 I will learn to cooperate 
with others  
Yes 6 35 3 44 
Maybe 0 3 0 3 
Total 6 38 3 47 
 
Self-image (confidently expressing opinions, leader abilities) in relation with athletic ability was analyzed 
based on the answers given by the athletes to three questions (Table 4). Thus, we find that there is a positive 
correlation between the perception on the high athletic training level of the participants and the way they express 
their opinions, which confirms once again that sport is a vector both on the physical level and on the cognitive 
and emotional levels, with effects on empowerment. 
Table 4. Correlation among expertise in sports, possibility to express opinions and leadership perception 
Variable I am good in sport   I confidently express my 
opinions 
I think I am a leader 
I am good in sport   
Pearson Correlation 1 .191 -.352* 
Sig. (2-tailed)  .199 .015 
N 47 47 47 
I confidently express 
my opinions  
Pearson Correlation .191 1 -.012 
Sig. (2-tailed) .199  .936 
N 47 47 47 
I think I am a leader  
Pearson Correlation -.352* -.012 1 
Sig. (2-tailed) .015 .936  
N 47 47 47 
*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 
 
The table also shows that there is a negative correlation between the fact that participants evaluate themselves 
as leaders and the way such participants express their opinions, which emphasizes that the two variables are not 
conditioned and do not positively influence each other. 
With regard to the data obtained from processing the answers given by the non-disabled partners to the 
questions included in the questionnaires, we present in the table below the data concerning the partners' 
perception on the development potential of the disabled athletes, as well as on their value for society.  
Table 5. Crosstabulation between Q31.4 and Q31.8  
Variable Q31.8. I am an important part of the community  Total 
yes sometimes 
Q31.4. They can train further and 
become performing athletes  
yes 36 10 46 
sometimes 1 0 1 
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Total 37 10 47 
Pursuant to the data analysis we found that 36 partners out of 46 think that individuals with intellectual 
disabilities can train and become performing athletes, who are considered an important part of the community. 
This suggests that partners look with confidence at their disabled fellow members, to whom they confer a certain 
role in society, which is a premise favoring their social inclusion and acceptance.   
Table 6. Correlation between age and expressing opinions 
Variable Q2. Age Q21.1. I am confident when I am expressing my opinion 
Q2. Age 
Pearson Correlation 1 -.005 
Sig. (2-tailed)  .972 
N 47 47 
Q21.1. I am confident when I am 
expressing my opinion  
Pearson Correlation -.005 1 
Sig. (2-tailed) .972  
N 47 47 
Table 6 presents a negative correlation close to 0 between the “age” variable and the “I am confident when I 
am expressing my opinion” variable which suggests that age does not influence in this case the way partners 
express their opinions. This fact is an advantage for the possibility of partners to act as opinion vectors with 
regard to the co-optation of disabled individuals in various joint activities within school communities. 
Table 7. Crosstabulation between having disabled acquaintances and positive effects on the project 
 Q11.5. I will learn more on what it means to have a disability  Total 
no yes perhaps 
Q28. Did you know anyone having an 
intellectual disability?  
no 1 16 0 17 
yes 0 23 7 30 
Total 1 39 7 47 
Table 7 shows that 23 individuals out of the 30 who stated that they knew someone with an intellectual 
disability wanted to learn more about the significance of having a disability, which suggests that youngsters are 
aware of the fact they must be informed and become actively involved in awareness raising campaigns on this 
subject. 
Table 8. Correlation between happiness with oneself and expressing opinions 
Variable Q18.1. I am happy with myself  Q21.1. I am confident when I am expressing my opinion 
Q18.1 I am happy with 
myself 
Pearson Correlation 1 .113 
Sig. (2-tailed)  .451 
N 47 47 
Q21.1 I am confident when I 
am expressing my opinion 
Pearson Correlation .113 1 
Sig. (2-tailed) .451  
N 47 47 
Table 8 data offer information relating to the possible correlation between the happiness status and the way 
partners express their opinions. The existence of such a correlation confirms the idea according to which subjects 
must feel they are useful, appreciated and satisfied by their achievements in order to make their opinions with 
social impact to be heard. The fact that partners have such feelings, regardless of their age, represents a positive 
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aspect in terms of the way they can change the mentality of their school colleagues on the issues in connection 
with individuals with special educational needs. Our personal expertise leads us to state that relations created 
between athletes and partners are not only of a competitive nature, but they are also relations of friendship, being 
beneficial for both parties.  
4. Conclusions 
Social inclusion for disabled persons has been one of the consistent themes for study and research, as well as 
for various programs and practical activities worldwide and at the same time, one of Romania’s priorities in 
terms of educational policies. In this perspective, creating physical activity environments which encourage 
diversity and individual improvement are effective approaches for a successful inclusion, for practicing social 
skills and exploring attitudes. The athletes with intellectual disabilities investigated can express confidently their 
opinions as they advance in age. This indicates the need for intervention by education professionals, who should 
encourage them to express their opinions, regardless of their age.  
With regard to the SO athletes’ self-image in correlation with the attitude of others, we found a positive self-
concept and perception of the attitude of the other non-disabled participants whom they interact with. 
These findings support former research indicating that athletes with disabilities have high self-concepts related 
to participation in sports. According to the interactionist perspective, the relationship between sport activity and 
self-concept is supported both by the gains provided by participation and by the motivation that prompts 
participation. 
The perception of the participants’ high athletic training level and the way they express their opinions are in a 
positive correlation, confirming the fact that sport is a vector both from the physical and from the cognitive and 
emotional perspective, with effects on empowerment. 
Unify Project partners prove to have a positive perception of the ID athletes’ potential and of their social role 
as an important part of the community. The fact that they openly express their opinions, regardless of their age, 
represents a positive factor in changing the negative attitude of the school environment towards individuals with 
disabilities.  
Bringing Unified Sports and the Unify Project into schools is an excellent opportunity for preparing children 
and young people to understand and embrace positive constructs such as acceptance, adherence, sharing, 
friendship, caring and making a difference in somebody’s life. Furthermore, these projects are an expression of 
the physical education and sport models, created to help subjects with special needs gain the social competence 
and other specific skills to function independently in the long run. 
Whatever the instructional design or curriculum model, attitude change intervention to support inclusion must 
be embedded in every lesson plan and physical activity, so that school communities can act as advocates for the 
cause of disabled people.  
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